


INDIAN CULTURAL DELEGATION IN CHINA 


N the invitation of the A Chinese dance, has mastered the im- 
Chinese Government the ; peccable style and complex 
Indian Cultural Delega- Review techniques of the Bharat 

tion, led by Mr. Anil Kumar Natyam and _ given full 


Chanda, Deputy Foreign Minister of India, 
visited China in June 1955 and gave perfor- 
mances in various parts of the country till 
theiy departure in August. The delegation 
included forty-seven of India’s foremost dancers 
and musicians, whose superb performances not 
only stirred the hearts of Chinese audiences 
everywhere and gave them the greatest pleasure, 
but also deeply impressed all Chinese artistes, 
who felt that they had much to learn from the 
fine tradition and great achievements of 
Indian art. 


During their tour of China the Indian 
dancers gave demonstrations of the four main 
schools of classical Indian dancing as well as 
of folk dances. The Bharat Natyam, which is 
popular in Southern India, still preserves in 
comparative purity the traditions of the earliest 
dancing. It isa temple dance performed through- 
out the ages by women during temple festivals 
or rituals to show their reverence and love for 
the gods. Beautiful Indrani Rahman, one of 
the foremost exponents of this traditional Indian 
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expression to the fine and lovable character 
of the people of South India. One of the 
dances she performed was in praise of Shiva, 
Lord of the Dance, and is also a lyric expressing 
the love of a girl for the god. Indrani Rahman s 
expressions and hand movements brought out 
the full meaning of the song of praise. Her fold- 
ing of hands in prayer and many other eloquent 
gestures were like a visible language which made 
us hear the nightingale singing and sea waves 
rumbling in the ocean, bees hovering over lotus 
flowers and fish swimming in the water. 


The Kathak dance is popular in Northern 
India. Since Indian dancing originated in the 
south of the peninsula and gradually spread 
northwards, we can see in the Kathak dance 
poses similar to those of the frescoes and 
sculptures of Southern India. This dance 1s 
graceful and intricate, with swift rhythmic 
foot-work. 


~ Young Anuradha Guha gave an enchanting 
performance of the Kathak.dance. We saw her 


standing quietly at ease in the dim lamplight 
when the curtain rose; then she stirred so 
gently that you felt a goddess was coming 
slowly to life in the hazy moonlight. With her 
ankle bells tinkling she came floating towards 
us, only to recede again before we were aware 
of it. Her arms quivered like gossamer, while 
the rhythm and harmony of her every movement 
and expression extended to the tips of her 
fingers and her eyebrows. Through her move- 
ments and rhythmic beats she could regulate 
the tinkle of her ankle bells, to make them 
sound now like crickets, now like a thunder- 
storm, sometimes tinkling one single bell, some- 
times hundreds at a time. 


The Kathakali, whichis popular along the 
southwestern coast of India, is a dramatic 
dance in which one or two’ dancers perform a 
play with an intricate plot. The Chinese 
audience loved this dance, because its move- 
ments‘gestures, and facial expressions are so 
similar to those in Peking opera. 


Krishna Kutty and Shirin Vajifdar, out- 
standing exponents of the art of Kathakali, gave 
a wonderful performance of 
a classical ballet having as its theme the triumph 
of good over evil. The story is as follows : The 





“The Boon,’ 


demon king received the terrible boon that 
whosoever he touched on the head should die. 
While he was spreading havoc, Vishnu took the 
form of a beautiful girl, won his confidence and 
made him kill himself. Krishna Kutty played 
the role of the demon king, and Shirin Vajifdar 
that of Vishnu. After seeing their performance 
Mei Lan-fang, China’s outstanding stage artist, 
said: “ It reminded me of the opera ‘Chou 
Tsang Kills the Fox’ played by two famous 
Chinese actors, the late Chien Chin-fu and Fu 
Hsiao-shan. In that opera the story is also 
unfolded by two actors dancing together; and 
the way in which they imitate each other’s 
movements and express their ideas through 
miming resembles the method used in ‘The 
Boon’...... When the demon enters concealed 
behind a red silk curtain, and coming to the 
front of the stage shakes his hand and slowly 
lets fall the red silk to reveal himself and strike 
a pose, he is using a mode of expression very 
similar to that in Peking opera when a devil 
enters the stage The lowering of both arms 
with all five fingers of each hand extended to 
show ferocity is also to be found in Peking opera.” 


The Ballet “The Boon” moved the audience 
not only because of its theme, but also because 
of the virtuosity of the two performers. Krishna 
Kutty is an artist with great creative imagina- 
tion. Inthe role of the demon king, he suc- 
ceeded in making himself the object of laughter, 
mockery and horror. Shirin Vajifdar, in her 
role, gave expression to the wisdom and courage 
of Vishnu and conveyed vividly to the audience 
the intensity of her hate for the demon king. 


The Manipuri dance combines the grace of 
the classical style with the vigour and vitality of 
folk dances. It reflects the spirit of the sturdy 
hillfolk inhabiting the northeastern corner of 
India, depicts the peasants” love and labour, and 
portrays romances from Indian mythology. 
Manipuri dancers usually play musical instru- 
ments as they dance ; and Singhajit Singh and 
Nadia Singh, exponents of this art, are out- 
standing musicians. ‘Together with several 
girl dancers, they performed the “Dance of the 
Lovers” the “Dance of the Holi” (Festival of 
Colours), and the ‘‘Drum Dance”. After seeing 
this last Wu Hsiao-pang, Chairman of the 
Union of Chinese Dancers, wrote: ‘I greatly 
enjoyed the Drum Dance, in which Singhajit 
Singh and Nadia Singh gave such a virile, 
mettlesome performance. The drum beats, like 
the trampling of ten thousand horses’ hooves, 
reminded me of our own Yaoku (waist drums).’ 
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In addition to classical Indian dancing, the 
Indian Cultural Delegation performed folk 
dances imbued with all the vitality of life. Gul 
Bardhan and the other members of the Little 
Ballet Troupe, while continuing the national 
tradition of folk dancing, have made new experi- 
ments in this field. Their performances not only 
gave us an insight into the achievements of the 
Indian people in the past, but also accomplish- 
ing today along a new line. 


The Little Ballet Troupe presented puppet- 
shows, a ‘‘Scarf Dance’ which is popular among 
the people of Gujarat of Western India, and a folk 
dance of the Lambadi people of Hyderabad in 
South India. Puppet-shows ‘have a long history 
in India and are very. popular there. 


Great credit is due to the members of the 
Little Ballet Troupe for the skill with which 
they have reproduced the movements of puppets 
and combined the art of the dance with that of 
puppetry. The performances of Ramayana and 
the “Art of Intelligent Living’ by the Little 
Ballet Troupe were greeted by thunderous 
applause. 


With regard to the musical items of the 
Indian Cultural Delegation, it is necessary to 
expalin why Chinese audiences enjoyed them 
so much. As early as the Sui Dynasty (581-- 
618 A.D.), Indian music was formally recognized 
by the Chinese Government as one of the chief 
categories of music. Later, during the Tang 
Dynasty (618—907 A.D.), the tune of a 
Brahman dance which was introduced to China 
from the northwest became after a certain 
amount of modification the melody of the 
celebrated Rainbow Garment Dance. This 
melody was so popular with the Chinese of the 
Tang Dynasty that the famous poet Pai Chu-yi 
wrote a poem in praise of it. As the music of 
our two countries began to influence each other 
over a thousand: years ago, it is little wonder 
that when a Chinese audience today hears 
Indian music, they feel that while possessing a 
piquant Indian flavour it has a remarkable 
affinity with Chinese music. 


Of the vocal music, the chorus ‘‘Hindi Chini 
Bhai Bhai” (The Indian and Chinese People are 
Brothers) was one of the most inspiring items. 
The leader of the Chorus, Debabrata Biswas, 
has a resonant voice, and the natural way in 
which he sang. made strong appeal’ to the 
audience. Debabrata Biswas also sang the 
*‘Songs of Tagore’. The music of Rabindranath 
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the best 
elements of both classical and folk music, 
thereby greatly enriching the expressiveness of 
poetry and music. 


Tagore has combined many of 


The ‘Song of the Rains” by D.V. Paluskar 
was thoroughly delightful. With great vocal 
skill, D.V. Paluskar succeeded in suggesting the 
dark clouds, the thunder and lightning, and the 
people’s joy at the coming of the spring rain. 
The singing and instrumental accompaniment 
blended naturally and harmoniously to form a 
perfect unity. 


The “Song of the Punjab”, with its simple 
and stirring melody, reflects the love of the 
Indian people for their country and their readi- 
ness to serve her best interests. The combi- 
nation of this sonorous singing and dancing 
conveyed a sense of great vigour to the 
audience. 


The instrumental music was also outstanding 
and distinctive. Indian stringed instruments 
like the sarod, sitar and sarangi have a large 
number of understrings which vibrate when the 
principal strings are sounded, thereby enriching 
the tonal colour. Abdul Halim Jafar Khan, 
who played the sitar, and Radika Mohan Maitra, 
who played the sarod, impressed everyone with 
their great skill and the lyric quality of their 
performance. ; 


It is impossible to describe in a few words 
the superb performances of the Indian Cultural 
Delegation. We know from historical records on 
Chinese music, dancing and drama that since the 
Northern and Southern Dynasties (317—589 


A.D.) we have absorbed much from Indian 
dancing and music, and remoulded it according 
to our own art forms untilit has become an 
integral part of our distinctive classical opera, 
And Chinese artists today, following the example 
of their ancestors, are doing their best to learn 
from Indian artists. 

Though this is the first visit to China for 
most of the members of the Indian Cultural 
Delegation to China, we have not the least sense 
of being strangers to each other. During their 
days in Peking. Mr. and Mrs. Chanda visited 
the home of the late Hsu Pei-hung, a famous 
Chinese painter, and met Mrs. Hsu and her 
two children. The late Hsu Pei-hung was an 
old fried of the Chandas, and once stayed with 
them in India for more than a year. Members 
of the Indian Cultural Delegation saw a per- 
formance of ‘‘The Nymph of the Lo River’’ by 
Mei Lan-fang, the famous exponent of Peking 
opera who was seen thirty years ago in this 
same role by Rabindranath Tagore during the 
latter’s visit to Peking. After the performance, 
Tagore made some valuable suggestions with 
regard to the costumes ; he also wrote a poem 
and made a painting in Chinese ink and water 
colour, which he presented to Mei Lan-fang. On 
the basis of Tagore’s suggestions, Mei Lan-fang 








made some changes in his costumes ; so when 
Mr. and Mrs. Chanda presented him with 
flowers after his recent performance, Mei Lan- 
fang asked them: “Do you notice anything 
Indian in the style of my costumes ?” 

The Chinese call their best friends Chih 
Yin, which means “‘one who understands my 
music’. The Indian and Chinese people can 
truly call each other Chih Yin. Ina broadcast 
over Radio Peking, Mr. Chanda said that with 
the emergence of a new India and a new China, 
the threads of old friendship were being picked 
up again. ‘“‘But our present task,’ said Mr. 
Chanda, “is by no means one of revival only. 
It is not even to build on past traditions. 
Conditions have changed and circumstances 
have changed along with them. Today, we 
believe more than ever before that culture has no 
barriers, and both India and China, in attemp- 
ting to project their respective achievements 
and standards to each other, realize that they do 
so in the new setting of a modern world.” 

The Indian Cultural Delegation has done a 
great deal to enhance the mutual understanding 
and friendship between the people of our two 
countries. The Chinese people are confident 
that, in the years to come, this mutual under- 
standing and friendship will continue to grow. 





Ascene from the 
Ballet ‘‘Ganga 
Par’’ based on 
the Ramayana 
presented at the 
National Dance 
Festival by 
Bharatiya Lok 

Kala Mandal 


